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ARASH ABIZADEH

Politics beyond War: Ulrich Gollmer’s Contribution
to Bahá’í Political Thought

In chapter 6 of Making the Crooked Straight: A Contribution to Bahá’í

Apologetics, Ulrich Gollmer uses the immediate occasion of respond-

ing to an anti-Bahá’í polemic to provide a survey of Bahá’í political

thought.1 While Gollmer’s survey touches on numerous issues, one in

particular stands out—one in which he makes an important and original contri-
bution to Bahá’í discussions of the nature of politics.

There is a long-standing tradition in the history of political thought that views
politics essentially as a form of war. That the image of politics as war is to be found
in a ³gure like Machiavelli is, of course, to be expected, for, according to Machiavelli,
republican liberty is safeguarded by agonistic clashes between classes who prevent
each other from usurping power.2 It is more surprising to ³nd the image at the heart
of liberal political philosophy, which places a premium on the role of reason in
politics. Yet the image is also to be found in the writings of John Locke, shaping
the political theory of one of liberalism’s founding fathers: despite conceiving of
human nature as essentially reasonable, Locke viewed politics as a form of combat—
between opposing social forces that must safeguard the rights owed to each person
by ultimate appeal to the threat of violence.3 By the twentieth century the conception
of politics as a form of war found its most notorious exponent in one of liberalism’s
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most sophisticated critics: the German legal theorist Carl Schmitt, according to
whom the de³ning characteristic of “the political” realm is the distinction “between
friend and enemy.”4 The political, according to Schmitt, necessarily presupposes the
existence of an “enemy”; without enemies, the political ceases to exist. And this
“enemy exists only with an at least potentially—i.e the real possibility of a—³ghting
collectivity of people confronting a similar collectivity.”5

The most original contribution that Gollmer makes in Making the Crooked
Straight is to clarify the Bahá’í conception of politics by relating it, albeit implicitly,
to the tradition in the history of political thought that insists on politics as a form
of war. Gollmer’s contribution is especially signi³cant because the question of what

constitutes politics is a vexed
one in Bahá’í thought. On
the one hand, the Bahá’í
writings claim that the
Bahá’í Faith is nonpolitical
and, indeed, require Bahá’ís
to abstain from politics. (To
this day, many Bahá’ís be-

come rather squeamish when the terms “Bahá’í” and “politics” are paired.) On the
other hand, as Gollmer notes, the Bahá’í writings advocate a series of measures,
principles, and institutions that are quite straightforwardly political.6

To make sense of the apparent contradiction, previous students of Bahá’í political
thought have distinguished between di²erent senses of “politics,” suggesting that
the Bahá’í writings condemn politics in the restricted sense of “partisan” politics but
not politics in other senses, such as collective decision making.7 Gollmer draws a
similar distinction, but he takes the analysis a step further. Making a clear allusion
to Schmitt, Gollmer argues that, according to the Bahá’í writings, “politics should
not be conducted on the basis of a categorization into ‘friends’ and ‘foes.’”8 He next
draws attention to a passage in which ‘Abdu’l-Bahá explicitly expresses the hope that
the form of “ancient politics whose foundation is war be discarded and modern

4. Carl Schmitt, The Concept of  the Political, trans. George Schwab (Chicago: Chicago UP, 1996) 26.
Schmitt, of course, eventually embraced the Nazi regime, a fateful choice that has ensured him a highly
charged and controversial status in the history of political thought. But as numerous students of
Schmitt have argued, the fact that Schmitt took this fateful choice does not demonstrate that his
political theory, outlined in texts before his conversion to Nazism, fully determined or necessitated that
choice. See, for example, Gopal Balakrishnan, The Enemy: An Intellectual Portrait of  Carl Schmitt
(London: Verso, 2000).

5. Carl Schmitt, Der Begri² des Politischen: Text von 1932 mit einem Vorwort und drei Corollarien
(Berlin: Duncker & Humblot, 1987) 29, my translation. The published English translation, which is
somewhat incorrect, appears in Concept of  the Political 28.

6. See Gollmer, “Bahá’í Political Thought,” in Making the Crooked Straight 467.
7. See, for example, Anthony A. Lee, introduction to Circle of  Unity: Bahá’í Approaches to Current
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politics founded on peace raise the standard of victory.”9 Gollmer then argues that,
“When the scripture states that Bahá’ís should not engage in politics, it is this type
of political activity that is meant.”10

By thus identifying the negative sense of the term “politics” with the tradition
that views politics as a form of war, Gollmer does three things at once. First, he
draws our attention to the philosophical background of the Bahá’í prohibition
against involvement “in the partisan, antagonistic forms of political activity.”11

Second, by referring to the philosophical background, Gollmer deepens our
understanding of the nature, content, and tone of the Bahá’í critique of contem-
porary forms of politics. In the light of that background, the Bahá’í critique appears
to ask about the consequences
of thinking of politics as a form
of war or combat. Thinking
of politics in this way is, after
all, a way of thinking about
politics—it is an ideology—
and it is an ideology with real
consequences. Could it be, for example, that institutionalizing combat as the essence
of parliamentary procedure—through parties the role of which is to oppose the
policies of other parties no matter how valid the others’ views may be—compromises
the capacity of parliaments to deliberate genuinely and reasonably about matters
of public policy?12 Could it also be that such institutions help foster the often-noted
political apathy that is increasingly prevalent among citizens of contemporary Western
liberal democracies? Could it further be that foreign policy based on declarations
that the world is comprised of some peoples who are our “friends” and others who
are our mortal “enemies” actually helps bring about the kind of world such dec-
larations only claim to notice?

Gollmer’s contribution helps us to see that the Bahá’í rejection of politics as war
is a rejection of the ideological division of humanity into essentially warring camps.

9. See Gollmer, “Bahá’í Political Thought,” in Making the Crooked Straight 466, footnote 230, and
[‘Abdu’l-Bahá], Tablets of  Abdul-Baha Abbas, vol. 1 (1909; repr., New York: Baha’i Publishing Society,
1930) 39.

10. Gollmer, “Bahá’í Political Thought,” in Making the Crooked Straight 466.
11. Gollmer, “Bahá’í Political Thought,” in Making the Crooked Straight 467.
12. See, for example, ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s negative assessment of French parliamentary procedure:
In France I was present at a session of the senate, but the experience was not impressive. Parliamen-
tary procedure should have for its object the attainment of the light of truth upon questions
presented and not furnish a battleground for opposition and self-opinion. . . . In the parliamentary
meeting mentioned, altercation and useless quibbling were frequent; the result, mostly confusion
and turmoil; even in one instance a physical encounter took place between two members. . . .

. . . consultation must have for its object the investigation of truth. He who expresses an opinion
should not voice it as correct and right but set it forth as a contribution to the consensus of opinion.

From the notes of Joseph H. Hannen of a lecture delivered May 2, 1912 in Chicago, published in
‘Abdu’l-Bahá, The Promulgation of  Universal Peace, ed. Howard MacNutt (Wilmette, IL, USA: Bahá’í
Publishing Trust, 1982) 72.
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But his contribution also tells us something about the tone of that rejection: Bahá’í
critique—the act of calling into question the tacit and explicit assumptions upon
which a way of life is based—cannot itself reproduce the rhetoric of war that it
seeks to replace. In other words, critique does not proceed, in a Bahá’í context, in
the mode of an attack on the enemy. For the Bahá’í writings do not simply reject
the use of actual, physical violence as a way of advancing Bahá’í political goals; they
also temper the use of discursive violence directed at other human beings. As
Bahá’u’lláh puts it in the Kitáb-i-Íqán: “the tongue is a smouldering ³re. . . . Material
³re consumeth the body, whereas the ³re of the tongue devoureth both heart and
soul. The force of the former lasteth but for a time, whilst the e²ects of the latter
endure a century.”13 This is not to say there is no such thing as Bahá’í critique; it
is to characterize the nature of Bahá’í critique. Nor is it to say that there is no place
for anger, indignation, outrage, biting satire, or struggle in Bahá’í critique or politics.
The point is, rather, that anger or outrage, satire or struggle, should ³nd political

expression in ways that do
not simply reproduce enemy
relations.

Third, by relating the
Bahá’í writings to the tradi-
tion that views politics as war,
Gollmer illuminates not just
the Bahá’í critique of this
tradition but also the nature

of the positive vision of politics that the Bahá’í writings o²er in its stead. To do
this, Gollmer draws on the distinction that German philosopher and social theorist
Jürgen Habermas makes between two types of social action: strategic action, which
is social action oriented toward success, and communicative action, which is social
action oriented toward reaching an understanding.14

People act strategically when, in their interactions with others, they seek to
maximize the realization of goals that they possesses before the interaction. In e²ect,
strategically acting individuals treat other persons as a means to realizing their
antecedently given goals. The hard-nosed bargaining between political parties or
between management and union in labor negotiations—complete with threats and
o²ers—are paradigmatic examples of strategic action. By contrast, when individuals
act communicatively, their antecedently given goals are all subordinated to the goal
of reaching an understanding with others about the truth or rightness of the matter
at hand and of coordinating social action on the basis of that understanding.
Communicative action requires a sincere willingness to revise one’s views and goals
in light of the force of reasons that others may provide. This, then, is how Gollmer
³lls in the details of the Bahá’í vision of politics: adopting Habermasian language,

13. Bahá’u’lláh, The Kitáb-i-Íqán: The Book of  Certitude, trans. Shoghi E²endi (Wilmette, IL, USA:
Bahá’í Publishing Trust, 1950) 193.

14. See Jürgen Habermas, The Theory of  Communicative Action, 2 vols. (Boston: Beacon, 1984–87).
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he argues that politics “must change from strategically oriented action based on
shrewd alliances and power politics aimed at asserting particular . . . interests, to
action that is directed towards universal understanding.”15 By identifying strategic
action as a form of action modeled after war or combat, and communicative action
as its alternative, Gollmer points to a mode of politics based on reasoned deliberation
in the manner of the Bahá’í art of consultation.

Students of Bahá’í political thought would do well to follow Gollmer’s lead and
build upon this suggestion, though Gollmer’s own formulation is perhaps a little
too one-sided. Consultation certainly is the bedrock of Bahá’í politics, yet even in
Bahá’í contexts it is not the only legitimate form of decision making (as, for example,
Bahá’í voting procedures demonstrate). Even Habermas has come to recognize that
strategic action is sometimes quite appropriate in particular political contexts. There
is, after all, a signi³cant di²erence between fair processes of bargaining and blowing
up one’s counterpart. A Bahá’í critique of politics as war is not based on the premise
of a fantasy world without con·ict, a world in which everyone’s interests coincide
and all views achieve consensus. Con·icts of interest and of values are endemic to
human society and politics. Indeed, they are often a positive source of innovation
and learning. The question is not how to eliminate such con·icts once and for all.
It is, rather, how to adjudicate con·icts when they arise. What Gollmer has done
is deepen our understanding of what a Bahá’í-oriented answer might look like.

15. Gollmer, “Bahá’í Political Thought,” in Making the Crooked Straight 467–68.

POLITICS BEYOND WAR


